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SIDE ONE 

CESAR FRANK Choral No. 2 in B minor 

1822-1890 Pièce Héroïque 

SIDE TWO 

OLIVIER MESSIAEN L’Ascension 
born 1908 Quatre Méditations Symphoniques 

Y Majesté du Christ demandant sa gloire à son Père 

IT Alléluias sereins d’une âme qui désire le ciel 

IT Transports de joie d’une âme devant la gloire du 
Christ qui est la sienne 

IV Prière du Christ montant vers son Père 

our own, many of the most prominent French 
composers have been Paris organists, even if, as in 

the rare case of Fauré, they have written no organ music, 
Franck, although a native of Liége, lived most of his life in 
Paris, and has come to be regarded as a French composer. 
For many years, up to the time of his death, he was 
organist of the church of Sainte-Clotilde, and much of his 
finest music is for organ. 

[RS Pérotin in the twelfth century to Messiaen in 

The Trois Chorals were his last works: he corrected the 
proofs on his death-bed, and they first appeared in print 
after his death. They were composed between the beginning 
of August and September 23rd, 1890, in the home of some 
friends at Nemours, a town not far from Paris. Franck, 
who had already suffered the jiacre accident, which was 
later proved to be the cause of his death, had gone there to 
complete a collection of a hundred harmonium pieces 
commissioned by the publisher Enoch, But Nemours must 
have inspired him differently, for the fruits of his last 
holiday were the much weightier Trois Chorals, 

In them is found the purest and most complete expres- 
sion of Franck’s genius as a composer: they take their 
place beside the organ works of Bach among the master- 
pieces written for the instrument. Deriving more from the 
later Beethoven quartets than from the chorale-preludes of 
Bach, they are, in a sense, variations on a chorale-like 
theme, but welded into wholes unimagined by the earlier 
composers of partite, 
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The second Choral is the very heart of Franck. It is a 
kind of passacaglia on the rather sad and austere chorale 
theme heard at the outset on the pedals. Three times varied, 
this theme is followed by an extension as long as itself, A 
short episodic diversion follows; and then, again, an 
extension of the chorale theme and a transposition of the 
diversion. This section of the work ends with yet another 
extension in the form of a hushed, prayer-like passage for 
the voix humaine. Its peace is interrupted by a page of loud, 
dramatic flourishes, after which the development of the 
chorale idea continues. From a quiet start the music grows 
in intensity until the chorale is heard in a bold fortissimo, 
But the final section of the work ends like the first, in a 
mood of utter serenity, 

* * * 

For the opening of the organ at the Paris Trocadero 
(now the even more famous Palais de Chaillot), during the 
1878 Exhibition, Franck wrote three pieces, of which the 
Pièce Héroïque is the last. For all its epic splendour, the 
impression it leaves is one of intimacy rather than super- 
ficial brilliance; it is as though the heroism were that of a 
personal victory over some form of doubt or temptation. 

Under a pulsing minor chord there strides a theme at 
once urgent and entreating. Development leads to a 
section in the major which Franck’s youngest pupil, 
Charles. Tournemire, in his penetrating analysis, describes 
as ‘the Oasis’. Here a serene melody refreshes the doubting 
spirit. Attendant fimpani phrases for the pedals begin a 
bustle. Over this the melody is transformed into a series of 
insistent calls which lead to a reprise of the original theme, 
This, however, does not prevail, for the glorious final page 
is a heroic transfiguration of the melody of ‘the oasis’, 
presented in the tonic major, radiant and resplendent, 

# * * 

Messiaen 1s a native of Avignon, and, now, like Franck 
before him, a Professor at the Paris Conservatoire, While 
Still in his twenties, he was appointed organist of the 
Sainte-Trinité church in Paris, a position which he still 
holds and where, Sunday by Sunday, his apocalyptic 
improvisations still distract or transport the faithful. His 
music is permeated with a Catholic mysticism, yet few 
composers have more scientifically defined their musical 
means and ends. Messiaen’s harmonic ideas are of engros- 
sing interest. A richly variegated chromaticism, of which 
the harmonic language of such immediate precursors as 
Debussy, Dukas, Ravel, Stravinsky and Honegger forms 
the basis, is an unmistakable feature of his style, He is 
represented on this record by a very early work. 
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‘L’Ascension’, described by its author as ‘four symphonic 
meditations”, was composed in 1932, and scored for 
orchestra (With a new third movement substituted) in the 
following year. Although it lacks the extreme rhythmic 
refinements and complexities of Messiaen'’s later music, 
‘L’Ascension” is characteristic of his general style in 
several ways: e.g. the unusually slow, sustained movement 
of the first and last sections with their quasi-hyponotic 
repetitions, the rhythmic plasticity of the midäle move- 
ments and the highly chromatic harmony and the corres- 
pondingly rich registration throughout. 

I is a meditation on a passage from St John's Gospel: 
‘Father the hour is come: glorify Thy Son, that Thiy Son also 
may glorify Thee’. Solemn and hieratic, it evokes at once an 
immense ritual: the swaying of censers in a vast act of 
worship. : 

IT comprises two strains: a free melisma presented three 
times, once alone and twice with a varied accompaniment, 
and a tender alternating phrase. The first strain is a kind 
of dance of blessed spirits descriptive of the liberated state 
to which the suppliant soul, the second strain, aspires. 

. JT is a brilliant toccata for the rurri. It comments on 
verses from St Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians: ‘let us 
give thanks to God the Father, which hath made us meet to be 
partakers of the inheritance of the saints in light, . .. and 
hath raised us up together, and made us sit together in 
heavenly places in Christ Jesus’. 

IV, the final Meditation, is again inspired by,verses from 
St John's Gospel: ‘Z have manifested Thy name unto 
men... And now I am no more in the world, but these are in 
the world, and I come to thee”. It consists of a quiet, gliding 
melody, harmonised mostly in parallel motion, which 
slowly ascends, like a prayer. 

‘L’Ascension’ is a useful introduction to the music of 
Olivier Messiaen, a strange and original genius who, after 
others of a personal, Literary and religious nature, admits 
to the following influences on his art: ‘birds, Russian music, 
the great ‘Pelléas et Mélisande”’ of Claude Debussy; 
plainsong; Hindu rhythms: the mountains of the Dauphiné; 
and, finally, all that pertains to stained-glass windows and 
rainbows’, 
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The specification of the organ in the Chapel of King's College, 
Cambridge, was drawn up in 1933 by the late Boris Ord, Fellow 
and Organist of the College (1929-1957) in consultation with the 
builders, Harrison & Harrison of Durham and London. There are 
Jour manuals and pedal organ; 78 speaking stops and 22 couplers 
etc., making a total of 100 drawstops. 
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